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For the full text of this licence, please go to: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ organized team sport context is lacking. Consequently, in progressing this area, the present 1 study investigates parental stressors within a team sport, focusing specifically on the 2 specializing stage of athlete development. 3 British football parents whose children had signed for a professional football club 4 academy were purposely selected for the project as they represent a rather unique group of 5 individuals. Within British football, unlike all other team sports in the UK, talented players 6 are scouted and inaugurated into a 'professional club' academy system at as young as eight 7 years of age with financed coaching offered for up to seven more years. Whilst de-selection 8 (i.e., release) is a yearly process, young players may retain their place as an 'academy 9 schoolboy' up to 16 years of age. At this point, players may enter the professional (i.e., 10 investment stage) domain as an 'academy scholar' if they are one of the few selected for this 11 next stage. With considerable weekly time commitments, the specializing stage of 12 development is a lengthy process (i.e., seven years), with parents potentially experiencing a 13 variety of different stressors as their child progresses through this stage. Supported by the 14 Football Association of England (the FA),the present study therefore focuses on the 15 experiences of academy football parents across the specializing stage, with delineated 16 attention to the differing stressors associated with younger and older players within this phase 17 of development. 18
Method 19

Philosophical orientation and methods 20
This study was essentially grounded in a postpositivist paradigm (Campbell, 1999) , 21 and supported a critical realist philosophy (Bhaskar, 1975; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Sayer, 22 2000) . In this respect, we do not believe in one unitary truth about stress, but we do believe 23 that stressors exist in the real world of youth football; that they are complex, subjective and 24 that they affect lives. We believe that a more accurate and valid truth about stressors in 25 academy football parents is possible and that this might be constructed through dialogue withU13's to U15's (later specializing). The twenty two parents in the U9-U12 groups considered 1 themselves to have been in the role of 'football parent' for an average of 5.25 years (SD:1.76), 2 whereas the nineteen U13-U15 parents reported an average of 7.26 years (SD:2.38) 3
experience. 4
Procedure 5 Following completion of all ethical clearance procedures, Academy Managers from 6 three football academies were approached via logistical assistance from the FA to assist in 7 parental recruitment. Participants were sent a letter prior to the focus group interview, 8 explaining the purpose of the study, as well assuring the confidentiality of their responses. 9
Demographic information was collected along with participants' informed consent. 10
Each focus group consisted of between five to eight participants (Morgan, 1997) and 11 was moderated with a semi-structured questioning route designed in line with a process 12
proposed by Krueger and Casey (2000) . All participants received a standardized introduction, 13 explaining the aim and format of the focus group and the role of the moderator. More 14 important to the integrity and value of the focus group approach, however, was the careful 15 distribution of only two or three parents from the relevant age groups (i.e., U9 to U12; U13 to 16 U15) into each stage-related focus group. This ensured that no single age group or clique of 17 parents dominated a particular focus group discussion. Parents shared their experiences 18 openly and collaborated with parents of children who were in slightly younger or older age 19 groups within that specific stage at the same club. 20
Interview questions were guided by the initial findings of Harwood and Knight 21 (2009a,b) with sensitivity to covering a broad range of contexts relevant to competition, 22 organizational, and developmental aspects.. An introductory question allowed parents to get 23 to know each other before focusing the interaction on their general experiences of stressors 24 within the youth academy. Subsequent questions and probes served to stimulate discussiontime, personal and social aspects, and education and development. Most critically, closing 1 questions allowed the moderator to check parents' had shared all experiences that they felt 2 were important to them. Each of the focus groups were videoed and recorded, ranging from 3 53 to 65 minutes length (M: 57.5 minutes; SD:4.65). 4
Data analysis 5
Data from the focus groups were transcribed verbatim and a hierarchical thematic 6 content analysis was conducted that incorporated both inductive and deductive elements 7 (Côtè, Salmela, Baria & Russell, 1993; Krueger & Casey, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1994) . 8
As noted earlier, a stressor was used as a sensitizing concept (Blumer, 1954) about which 9 prior studies (e.g., Harwood & Knight, 2009a,b) had gained initial insights within an 10 'individual sport' setting . Therefore, prior knowledge around stressors in parents did exist 11
and it should be acknowledged that the contexts in which stressors were reported served, 12 albeit informally, as useful reference points for the initial stages of analysis. However, the 13 authors were careful to ensure that the deductive element of this process ended there, and that 14 progressively inductive data interpretation guided the research team towards non-15 predetermined themes of stressor. Such induction was facilitated given that no research to 16 date had interviewed youth soccer parents about any aspect of their experience of being a 17 parent in a professional academy. 18 Following data collection, meaningful comments and quotes from the raw data that 19 were interpreted as a stressor were coded as a meaning unit or essence phrase (Maykut & 20 Morehouse, 1994) . These essence phrases enabled the development of raw data themes that 21 essentially represented a list of similar quotes emerging from the parents. This analytical 22 process then progressed inductively to a higher thematic level whereby raw data themes were 23 clustered around a common, underlying higher order category. Field notes and video footage 24 were checked in-between groups in order to ensure the moderators' ongoing insight and 25 familiarity with the emerging data. Further hierarchical categorizations that represented thesehigher order categories and their raw data themes emerged in the form of general dimensions. 1
Careful data management within and between the different focus groups ensured the 2 identification of reported stressors that were shared by both early and later specializing stage 3 parents, as well as themes specific to each phase alone (see Results section). 4
Methodological rigor 5
Although the processes of reliability and validity in qualitative research remain 6 contentious areas of debate (Patton, 2002; Sparkes & Smith, 2009), we supported the 7 importance of optimising these elements of our data analysis, particularly given our research 8 goal of developing a credible and collaborative understanding of the stressors faced by 9 football parents in the specializing stage. Trustworthiness in this case was facilitated by two 10 main methods focused on enhancing this level of credibility and minimizing researcher bias 11 related to the interpretive analysis of the second author (Johnson, 1997; Lincoln & Guba, 12 1985) . Firstly, investigator triangulation processes involved the first and third authors 13 independently coding one separate transcript from each focus group classification (i.e., early 14 and later specializing) as part of an inter-coder consistency check on the initial interpretations 15 of the second author (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) . A 79% level of intercoder reliability emerged 16 which led to discussion, agreement and minor coding revisions. Following this process, the 17 first author reviewed the interpretive allocation and labelling of the raw data themes into their 18 higher order theme. He repeated this verification process for the allocation of higher order 19 themes into subsequent general dimensions. Interpretations were openly discussed and 20 challenged appropriately at each stage with a final consensus achieved. At this end point, the 21 third author then served in the capacity of a peer-debriefer or 'critical friend' (Cresswell, 22 1998 ) by reviewing the emergent framework as a whole and critically probing for 23 explanations of certain decisions made by the two other research colleagues. 24 Secondly, a comprehensive member check was conducted in order to gain participant 25 feedback and continued collaboration on the interpretive accuracy of the results and emergingframework. Documents were sent out to a randomly selected review panel of participants in 1 each focus group. Beyond being asked to verify their verbal contributions to the focus group, 2 they also received an illustration of the emergent themes and finalized hierarchy from the 3 study, alongside an explanatory summary. The entire review panel validated the information 4 and interpretations related to their group, and agreed that the final thematic hierarchy was an 5 accurate, plausible and authentic representation of parental stressors across the specializing 6 stage. 7
Results 8
Over the six focus groups, 77 raw data themes emerged from the analysis. These themes 9 coalesced into 23 higher order sub-themes which were subsequently categorized into four 10 general dimensions of parental stressor. These were: academy processes and quality of 11 communication; match-related stressors; sport-family role conflict; and school support and 12 education issues. Figure 1 illustrates the content of these four dimensions, their corresponding 13 themes, and differentiates between those themes that were specific to either specializing 14 phase, or common to both phases. Each general dimension will be elaborated upon using 15 specific quotes from parents. Each quote is identified by a parent ID number. (e.g., P3), the 16 number of the focus group (e.g., F2) and whether it was a later or early specializing stage 17 group (e.g., P3;F2;Later). 18
Academy processes and quality of communication 19
All focus groups raised issues that were inherent to the processes and systems of the he was on valium and all and in a right mess. 14 P6: You know the longer they are in, the harder the fall cos they are in it longer and 15 longer. And as they get older there are so many things going on in their lives which 16 you're worried about…and you really want to prepare them for something that's 17 going to be as devastating as this to these guys. By the time they've been doing it for 18 this long they really really do want to do it, they're so keen, and its huge blow. you, you, you and you are finished'. That was a week after they were told they were 9 gonna be there for a year! (P1, F3, Later) 10
Early specializing parents in all focus groups referred to difficulties they 11 encountered through the limited information they received from their academy before and 12 on signing their child, and a lack of education about expectations and procedures ("It's the 13 unknown when you join a club like this and the lack of information"(P3, F2, Early). This 14 was also closely aligned to perceptions of poor feedback that proved frustrating for parents 15 when their son was on trial for the academy: "It was stressful for me not knowing whether 16 he was in or not. I mean it had been that long….three months and no information. As a 17 parent you get stressed and you're thinking 'is it worth it?' " (P3, F1, Early). We had a report after every game but he wasn't taking him to one side and saying how 25 to sort a problem out. You can get given a D because you aren't doing it correctly, andthe next week he is given a B and he hadn't changed anything! And he's not actually 1 told him how to change it either. (P5, F2, Later) 2 Finally, parents cited the inconsistent behavior of coaches and how they sometimes failed to 3 support and appreciate the logistical and personal demands of their family role. One father 4 recalled: 5
We couldn't make a particular Sunday game and I'd seen the coach the week before and 6 he'd said 'don't worry, no problem'. Then the Wednesday game comes along, which is 7 quite important, and he says 'sorry you can't go [i.e., my son can't play] because you 8 never turned up! [on Sunday]. They don't see the other side of it when you're at home 9 trying to console your upset child saying 'don't worry about it!' (P3, F2, Early) 10
Perceptions of limited empathy and understanding when faced with difficult family choices or 11 circumstances was exemplified by three further parents. One stated: "You know I'm dashing to 12 drop one lad off at XX Academy boys training and then shoot off over here with another lad. 13
It's a given really isn't it in this sort of environment, they expect that at 7 o'clock the fairies 14 will drop them off" (P2, F2, Later). The second parent recounted: 15
It was my son's best friends birthday party and he wanted to go so I rang the coach 16 early that week to let them know that he couldn't play. The next time we went to the 17 academy the look we got from the coach….it made you feel 'ahhh, may be we shouldn't 18 have said or done that' but at the time we felt it was the right thing to do because our My son broke his arm in pre-season training this year and I was really upset that we 22 didn't get a phone call from the club. It affected my boy as well because he couldn't 23 understand why the coach or whoever didn't ring to see how he was doing. He's been 24 missing for seven weeks and I think they've got to understand the stress the boys are 
Early) 9
A further group of early specializing parents also reacted negatively to the 10 introduction of small sided (5-a-side) mix-in games that had been organized in favour of 11 full competitive fixtures. They viewed these developmental games as just another training 12 session that they felt did not test players competitively and many cited that they would not 13 watch these types of games if they knew in advance that this was the format. 14 Negative encounters with other football parents were reported as 15 infrequent, however, a number of parents disclosed unpleasant touchline comments 16 directed at their son which they found personally difficult to cope with: "I find it hard to 17 deal sometimes with parent's comments that you can hear if they stand there; it's really 18 hard and I stand there and I'm quite shy so I don't react -so it's really hard." (P5, F3,  19 
Later). 20
Finally, stories about injury emerged in both early and late specializing groups as 21 parents shared their experience of physical worries for their son. Fear of injury appeared to 22 increase in conjunction with the increased physicality of the game and physical 23 development of players. However, due to the pressured competition environmentbehaviors of overtraining, and masking injuries were particularly worrying for parents of 1 older players. This is illustrated in the quote below: 2 "See that's a stress as well for me -rushing them back from injury; they rush 3 themselves back. This player goes out and plays with an injury he's trying to mask it 4 but you knew his parents weren't there and XX, the coach goes 'what's wrong with 5 X' and then they tell them off for not having said. But the player is thinking 'my 6 contract's coming up in a few weeks' and so players try to stretch it another month." 7 (P4, F3, Late). 8
Sport-family role conflict 9
Six higher order sub-themes reflected components of the overall sport-family role 10 conflict that emerged in all focus groups due to the demands of academy commitments 11 impacting on normal family routines and lifestyle. Few, if any, parents resented the 12 demanding travel routines and the resultant work sacrifices that also impacted financially on 13 the family. However, the challenging nature of these logistical and time issues were clear 14 across each focus group: 15
Getting the lad here is stressful to me, you know -Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and 16 then the game on Saturday and if you've got work commitments as well. That's the 17 biggest stress -getting here as I have to drive 60 miles each way (P5, F2, Late) 18
Another parent relayed the same sentiments when disclosing that their travel routine utilized 19 only public transport: 20 I've been doing it for 3 years -getting the train from X to here and a taxi from the 21 station to here and back again. Catching the train at 8.20pm on a Tuesday and 22
Thursday night and we're not getting home till 11.30pm. And then he's up at 7.30am 23 next day for school (P2, F2, Later) . 24 It was evident that having a son or several sons in an academy was a financial strain 25 for nearly all parents. This was particularly true for those parents who had farther distances totravel, due to ensuing petrol costs, and those who worked at weekends resulting in loss of 1 earnings. One single mother stated, "It is a big stress for me -my other kids go without so my 2 son goes here"(P7, F2, Early). However, a number of parents agreed that "If they weren't 3 doing football it would be doing something else you'd be funding"(P5, F1, Early) suggesting 4 that participation in football did not transcend normal or expected family financial demands. 5
Whilst some parents developed relationships with other football parents, many parents 6 discussed how their personal and social lives had become one dimensional and non-existent 7 due to their commitment to football. One early specializing parent stated: 8
It's the lack of time at home and splitting the family, and lack of family time due to 9 being here the whole weekend so you can't have a day out with the family or see Thursday nights and Saturday mornings. We've got two girls aged 7 and they do 2 feel their noses are being pushed past. Then they play up when you do see them and 3 they wind you up even more, so it's a vicious circle (P8, F2, Early) . 4
School support and education issues 5
The final dimension of stressors encompassed specific factors associated with school, 6 school work, and reconciling the demands of education with the demands of academy 7 participation. These issues were almost exclusively related to late specializing parents when 8 academy demands were greatest and general educational pressure was heightening with there were parents at each stage who were clearly and consistently perturbed by certain 11 substitution practices, positional changes, and the reduced focus on winning and intra-squad 12 competition. These parents almost exclusively believed that winning matches and having the 13 best team on the pitch served as the greatest source of confidence for their son and the team. 14 Fear of injury emerged as a stressor across the specializing stage, but was heightened 15 in the later stages due to the increased physical nature of the game, the potential consequences 16 regarding career progression, and the increased tendency for players to mask an injury. 17
Linked to these consequences, their child's level of performance and the anticipation of their 18 son's negative post-match reactions became more specific stressors discussed within later 19 stage focus groups. This is potentially attributable to the enhanced focus on retaining a place 20 at the academy and the increasing pressure for success and opportunities that are more 21 relevant at 14 and 15 years of age. stressor in sport: factors intrinsic to the sport (e.g., finances, time, travel, training, injury); 7 roles in the sport organization (e.g., role ambiguity; expectations; managing role conflicts); 8 sport relationships and interpersonal demands (e.g., with other parents; coaches; 9 teachers/school); organizational structure and climate of the sport (e.g., selection policies; 10 autonomy in decision making; match schedules); and athletic career and performance 11 development issues (e.g., security of position; retention vs release; funding support). Beyond isolated concerns about the consequences of injury, the combination of the 23 physical training regime with school pressures, relationships with the school (including PE 24 teachers) and the management of sport-education conflicts represented prominentspecializing parents of elite tennis juniors (Harwood & Knight, 2009b) , it is at this juncture 1 where demands from academy football, school sport and school work were at their greatest. In 2 two focus groups there were clearly strained relationships between the school, the academy 3 and parents that, as a number of parents voiced, suggested the need for more proactive 4 dialogue between academies and schools in relation to player development and welfare. This 5 included considerations to the training regimen of players during exam periods and the 6 management of player fatigue. 7
Convergent with findings in youth tennis, whilst football parents talked through many 8 negative and troubling issues, not all of these were accompanied by a sense of strain and an 9 inability to cope (Lazarus, 2006) . A limitation of this study is that it did not set out to study 10 sources of strain and coping per se. Whilst the focus group discussions promoted many 11 examples of negative appraisal processes and the disclosure of negative emotions, there was 12 evidence that parents used emotion-focused coping by selectively-attending to the positive 13 aspects of their situation. Namely, that such stressors (e.g., lack of communication and 14 feedback) were acceptable because of the importance they assigned to the opportunity for 15 their son to train at the academy. Whilst it would be remiss of this study not to report the 16 positive tone of many parents about their academy experience, it would be equally negligent 17 to conclude that only a limited room for improvement existed in assisting parents. 18 Various implications can be drawn from this study that are of central importance to 19 practitioners, coaches, and sporting academies when dealing with the parents of talented 20 young players. Firstly, there is a continued premium placed on the early education of parents 21 in relation to the psychological and emotional demands of the specializing stage of youth 22 sport. Such a youth sport education policy would serve to ensure that parents develop the 23 necessary motivation-related knowledge and cognitive-behavioral skills both to manage 24 themselves and to optimally influence the development of their child (Gould et al., 2008) .
interactive workshops) where parents gain honest, transparent information on the philosophy 1 and organizational practices of the academy. However, more critically, it may require 2 academies to first reflect on their philosophy of player development and its application. In this 3 study, whilst academies employed certain development-oriented practices, they were also 4 perceived to offer limited 'improvement feedback', grade players weekly (with dubious 5 objectivity), and de-select young players on a yearly basis based on ability. These practices 6 align with a more commodity, performance-based orientation that can represent a professional 7
club's interest in filtering out weaker players without belief in 'late developers' or due 8 attention to the emotional impact of release. An academy's reflection of its values and 9 practices in view of potential 'mixed messages' may assist in its explanation to parents about 10 the developmental and non-developmental aspects of its policy. 11
Subsequently, this points to an agreed understanding of the scope of the parental role 12 and associated expectations within an academy. Communication, monitoring, school-academy 13 relations, and timely feedback pertaining to their child's progress are particularly sensitive 14 areas for academies to consider alongside greater empathy with the inevitable personal 15 demands facing parents. Attention to such strategies and consistent organizational practices 16 are likely to enhance the perceived value, behavioral roles, and well-being of parents as they 17 progress through this demanding stage of athlete development. 18
In conclusion, the results of this study underscore the tremendous psychological, 19 emotional, and social investment that characterizes parents of gifted footballers throughout 20 the early to later specializing phase (Côtè, 1999; Wolfenden & Holt, 2005) . The intensive 21 journey of the young academy player is paralleled by a similarly demanding journey for their 22 parents. Only by understanding and appreciating the 'sport parent' might applied researchers 23 and youth sport organizations assist in the process of helping parents to enjoy and optimize 
